Mice, Pigs and Public Health
The little mouse has now pushed the pig off the world stage, or at least the Asian stage, where the pig will find a quiet place to hibernate for another 12 years. The "oink-oink" has given way to the "squeak-squeak". 2007 has not been an ordinary year but a golden year, marking the end of the 60 year cycle. Supposedly it has been a year of prosperity, and gain. In public health it has been the year of important reports, all-based on systematic reviews. These were concentrated towards the end of the year and are essential reading for all in the public health field.
For more than 20 years, the World Health Organisation has been promoting breastfeeding as the basis for good nutrition (www.who.int/child-adolescent-health/New_Publications/ NUTRITION/ISBN_92_4_159523_0.pdf). While there have been many reports of the benefits of breastfeeding it has taken until now for there to be a comprehensive review of the long-term benefits. In August the report on the long-term outcomes of breastfeeding was published by WHO. The main areas of chronic disease where breastfeeding has a protective effect were considered to be high cholesterol, obesity, hypertension, diabetes and IQ. Highlighting these benefits could be a great benefit in promoting the long term health benefits of breastfeeding in our communities. Efforts during 2008 should be directed towards getting as many mothers as possible to continue exclusive breast-feeding until six months of age.
The next major report's was from the World Cancer Research Foundation. It cost an estimated $40 million and took 10 years to develop a comprehensive review of lifestyle and cancer. They estimate that one third of cancers are preventable through lifestyle change (http://www.wcrf.org/). While great advances are being made in treatment and in understanding the biology of neoplasia, for the majority of the world's population the only way open to them to prevent a and indeed treat cancer is going to be through behavioural change. One of the most significant changes in the 2007 edition of the report was the additional importance given to obesity as a risk factor for cancer. Another factor given recognition was the importance of breast-feeding in the prevention of premenopausal breast cancer and ovarian cancer. Maintaining a diet high in vegetables and fruit and avoiding too much meat, and particularly avoiding preserved meats, are the other main recommendations of the foundation has made. The report is available free to all health professionals and should be a required reference for all public health students.
The third has come from the United Nations intergovernmental panel on climate change (http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/index.htm) The report highlights our expanding knowledge on the effects of climate change on our globe. These changes will have major impacts on food production and public health. Climate change could still turn out to be the ultimate epidemic for humankind. It was a topic that was considered at the 2007 APACPH conference, but it is one that is going to require more public health emphasis in the future.
As the pig and the mouse are changing places they are rushing around making their own distinctive animal noises. But in different countries, the animals even make different noises. (See "Animal Noises" http://www.eleceng.adelaide.edu.au/Personal/dabbott/animal.html). As the pig races off, if it is an Australian pig, it will go "oink oink", but when it reaches Japan 85 Editorial it will switch to "boo boo". As the mouse rushes onto the stage, in English it will say "eek", but if it's a Japanese mouse it will say "chu-chu". And this reminds us of a continuing problem in public health education. More than 93% of the articles indexed in Index Medicus are now written in English, up by 10 percentage points from two decades ago.
All of the reports mentioned above are available free over the Internet and should be downloaded and studied by all public health professionals. They should become resource materials for all of our students. But there is one major problem; all the reports are initially available only in English. In a study of health promotion activities in Korea, Lee highlighted the selective way in which documents were chosen for translation (1) . Priority was given to medical documents, which could result in increased commercial activity such as the promotion of a new drug, and articles promoting Viagra were the most popular. These three documents are of such public health importance that the translation into other languages and incorporation into health promotion programs should be a priority for the year of the mouse.
In medical research the mouse is best known for the billions of its species who have been sacrificed in laboratory studies to further medical science. In Chinese mythology, the mouse is described as having good vitality and it gives people the impression that it is smart, nimble and filled with enterprising spirits. Let's hope that during its special year, the mouse will use its enterprising spirit to spread to these major reports throughout the public health community to the benefit of all of our populations.
The topics covered in the papers in this issue of the APJPH cover the public health priorities in the region and demonstrated the continuing relevance of the journal. Smoking remains the risk factor of greatest importance in the region and in this issue the community behaviours related to smoking in Shanghai, China are reported. Hopefully in this year of the mouse, governments will increase their resolve to fight the tobacco scourge. There are several papers discussing sexually transmitted diseases, which remain another public health priority. So our journal remains topical and relevant to population health in the Asia Pacific region. We hope that you like our new format and we will continue to promote research and discussion of public health issues in the region. Mice are swift and agile and we hope that this will be a year of rapid change for the better in public health.
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